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This is a film about a man
and his lineage, and it is
the story of a century
pervaded by racism,
oppression and the
persecution of peoples
low down on the list of
"noble races."

Niillas Somby comes from
a small group of Sami, or

Lapps, who inhabit northern Scandinavia. He is fighting an
almost Kafka-esque battle against the Norwegian
authorities, trying to compel them to release the skull of a
rebellious ancestor.

Mons Somby, Niillas' ancestor, and Alask Hetta were
executed in 1854 for murder, following a rebellion against
the government, which claimed two Norwegian lives. Their
bodies were claimed by the State for scientific research,
and their skulls are held to this day, part of a collection of
900 skulls at The Anatomical Institute, in Oslo.

In those days research into racial classification was a
popular field for Scandinavian scientists. They weighed and
measured the dead and living, took photographs, and
created a system for ranking the abilities and characteristics
of races. Researchers swapped skulls like baseball cards
(i.e. "two Inuit for one Sami"). Racist  legislation was
justified by, and in turn reinforced this research, continuing
the persecution of the Sami well into the 20th Century

GIVE US OUR SKELETONS! shows the evolution and
nature of these racist practices with disturbing archival
footage. Many Sami were needlessly subjected to
electroshock therapy. In a present day interview with one
woman survivor of this, we learn that she was also sterilized
against her will,  along thousands of other women deemed
inferior by Norwegian authorities.

Niillas Somby's story is also dramatic. After losing his arm
as a young rebel fighting for Sami rights, he fled to Canada,
where he lived among the native peoples for many years.

Today his rebellion is a peaceful one. GIVE US OUR
SKELETONS! follows Niillas as he investigates the story of



what happened to Mons Somby and Alask Hetta. Finding
the skull of his ancestor proves to be a monumental task.
And how will he convince the authorities that Mons' skull
isn't rightfully the property of the government, but belongs
to the legacy of a long oppressed people?

“[GIVE US OUR SKELETONS!] stands by itself  as a record
of the injustices suffered by the Sami and a call for
understanding and reform. An engaging film... mirrors the
history of relationships between native peoples and colonial
governments around the world. Could be effectively used in
the classroom (high school and college level) as an example
of the history and implications of racial typologies.” - Visual
Anthropology Review

"An eye-opener in that it reveals just how little has been
learned from history ... uses archival footage effectively ...
of interest to those studying anthropology, sociology,
history, international studies, and government. Highly
recommended." - Educational Media Reviews Online

49 minutes / color / 1999 
Sale/video: $390
Rental/video: $75

 

Subject areas: Ethics, Europe, History of Science, Human
Rights, Indigenous Peoples, Museum Studies, Native
People, Racism, Western Europe

Related Titles:

Mabo - Life of an Island Man: Traces the story of the life of
an extraordinary man, one whose struggle for land rights,
and his remarkable life in general, had a profound effect on
indigenous rights in Australia.

Optimum: The legacies of three 19th century visionaries -
Jeremy Bentham, Charles Babbage, and Francis Galton -
who helped shaped modern (post) industrial society.

Homo Sapiens 1900: Examines eugenics, racial hygiene
and the ideas of "the new man" in the 20th century.
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